Primary prevention of chronic disease in childhood: changes in risk factors after one year of intervention.
A five-year intervention study of the feasibility and effectiveness of a program aimed at the primary prevention of chronic disease was initiated in 1980 among children in 22 elementary schools in the Bronx, New York. Schools randomly were assigned either to the intervention program or to a control group. The intervention program consists of a curriculum focusing on nutrition, physical fitness, and cigarette smoking prevention. The study population at baseline comprised 2,283 fourth-graders. Subjects were eligible at baseline and at one-year follow-up for participation in a medical examination in which the following target risk factors were measured: systolic and diastolic blood pressures, plasma total and high-density lipoprotein (HDL) cholesterol, serum thiocyanate, ponderosity index, triceps skinfold thickness, and postexercise pulse recovery rate. After one year of intervention, systolic pressure increased less in the intervention group than among controls. Diastolic pressure decreased in both groups, but more in the intervention subjects than in controls. Total cholesterol decreased in the intervention group while increasing among controls. Significant net changes in the favorable direction also were observed for total cholesterol/HDL cholesterol ratio and for thiocyanate. These observations indicate that it is feasible to implement a school-based program aimed at the primary prevention of chronic disease. The intervention program appears to have had a favorable effect on several target risk factors. Although the effects were relatively small, intervention programs in schools may prove to be effective in lowering chronic disease risk.